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ABSTRACT  

From the independence Nigeria in 1960 till date, ethno-religious crisis have been a burning issue 

both in the politics, development and National debates. It has been of grave concern to all 

governments both the military and democratic governments a. There is a consensus by scholars 

that Nigeria provides a one of the best case for study on ethno-religious   crisis because, first the 

multi-ethnicity of Nigerian nation divided across two major religious groups (Christianity and 

Islam). Secondly Nigerian politics and value system of allocation and distribution of resources 

have always been influenced by these two religious divides. There has been various ethno-

religious crisis in Nigeria from independence till date. This a paper is posed to trace the cause, 

effects/consequences and solutions to theses crisis the paper finds out that class struggle for 

dominance political interests and the plural nature of Nigeria are the major cause of ethno-

religious crisis which  leads to mass loss of lives and properties, unrest and  

This paper concludes with a recommendation for proactive measure in detecting early, equitable 

distribution of resources, re-orientation of value system, good governance and to the use of legal 

instruments in the abolitions of this social evil in Nigeria.  
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INTRODUCTION  

Post-colonial Nigeria has experienced a spate of ethno-religious crisis 

characterized with violence leading to loss of lives, monumental damages of 

properties and political instabilities. These crisis have led to widespread ad intense 
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internal conflicts that have exploited the myth of national solidarity, undermining 

the social fabric of our nation and destroying our fragile economy and fledging 

democracy (Alli, 2007) 

Ethno-religious crisis with their multi-dimensional consequences has been a 

obstacle to progress, economic prosperity, political stability and over –all socio-

economic development of Nigeria because of its destructive   nature. 

Nigeria since independence has remained a multi-ethnic nation, state, which has 

been  grappling  and trying to cope with the problem  of ethnicity on one  hand, 

and the problem  of ethno-religious conflicts on the other (Salawu; 2010). Over the 

years these crisis have led to the emergence of ethnic militias and religious fanatic 

groups that are violent oriented. The emergence of these groups has not only 

resulted in ethno-religious conflicts but also tribal ad communal conflicts, political 

crisis and aggressive competition and crisis over resource control and other 

conflicts. These crisis arising from ethnic chauvinism or religious undertone that 

manifests in increasing number of acts of violence and terror has led to 

incalculable loss of lives and properties (Odeh: 

The formation of political parties in Nigeria has also followed these ethnic and 

religious divides until the introduction of two party-systems by the administration 

of General Babangida when social Democratic party and National Republican 

congress was formed which defied these two factors to produce a Muslim, Muslim 

ticket on social Democratic party (SDP). 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

Before this it has been Northern People Congress (NPC) for the North (ie. 

Hausa/Fulani). The Action Group for the South (Yoruba) and national Council of 

Nigerian Citizen (NCNC) for the east (Igbo). 

In the first republic we have also three dominants parties representing the three 

dominant tribes in Nigeria; Nigeria people’s party for Igbos, unity party of Nigeria 

(UPN) for the Yorubas and National party of Nigeria (NPN) for the Hausa/Fulani. 

Even the debates in the national Assembly ad constitutional conferences have been 

based either on religious background (the Muslim versus Christians) on ethnicity 

(Igbos, Yoruba’s and Hausa/Fulanis). 

These crisis have been worsened by the politicization of religion in the past two 

decades, beginning from the eruption of Maitatsine uprising in 1986, ethno 

religious crisis have been on the rise occupying a centre stage of our body polity 

(Odeh). These crises have been characterizing the relationships between Christians 

and Muslims in Nigeria, which is posing a serious threat to the co-existence of the 

two religious groups in Nigeria. The dimension of these ethno-religious crisis have 

created polarity, separate ideality, separate settlement and separate spatial location 

in major towns of Nigeria especially in Zaria and Kaduna towns (Mohammed, 

Omar and Abubakar; 2012).  

To this effect this paper will try to trace the causes, the effects of these crises on 

the nation Nigeria and also examine various ways through which these crises can 

be resolved and eliminated from the country. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

Theories are useful sets of logically related concepts for examining the occurrence 

of any phenomenon. In both physical and Social Sciences, theories are 

indispensable tools at the back ad call of the researcher in shedding more light on 

the possible  relationship that exist between various variables that apparently 

appear to have no logical connection between them.  Theories therefore, provide 

spring board for the researcher’s   critical analysis of a phenomenon as well as for 

data collection.  

In this study, conflicts theory shall be adopted as the framework of analysis. This 

theory emphasizes the role of coercion and power in producing social order . this 

perspective is de rived from the works  of Karl Marx who saw society as 

fragmented  into groups that compete for social ands  economic resources. Social 

order is maintained by domination, with power in the hands of those with the 

greatest political, economic, and social resources.  When consensus exists, it is 

attributable to people being united around common interest, often in opposition to 

other groups. This theory further posits that inequality exist because those in 

control of a disproportionate share of society’s resources actively defend their 

advantages the masses are not bound to society by their shared values, but by 

coercion at the hands of those in power. This perspective emphasizes social 

control, not consensus and conformity. Groups and individuals advance their own 

interest, struggling over control of societal resources. Those with the most 

resources exercises power over others with inequality and power struggles 

resulting.  
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Coleman (1960), argues  that fear of marginalization by one dominant groups gives 

rise to  ethnicity I a plural society like Nigeria where there is always a constant cry 

of ethnic marginalization. 

Horowitz (1985), agreeing with Coleman’s opinion saw the fear of the north I their 

various ore-independence actions and pronouncements when he observed that 

“Northern Nigeria suspected that in self-governing Nigeria,. The northern would in 

effect be a backward protectorate governed by Southern. The threat of southern 

domination, fancied or real, was the major stimulant in the northern wakening” 

thus, it becomes apparently glaring that fear of domination is one of the major 

cause of ethno-religious crisis in Nigeria. 

Otite (200) in his own view, opined that in a democratic situation ethnicity, and 

religious become weapons of power game as a symbolic difference and 

instrumental game of number. This also is instrumental to the rise of ethno-

religious crisis in Nigeria especially in democratic setting.  

2.0 CAUSES OF ETHNO-RELIGIOUS CRISIS IN NIGERIA 

According to Jega (2002), the evils of ethno-religious crisis are always with us I 

this country Nigeria. The truth of the matter is that nothing just happens like the 

Biblical law of sowing and reaping or other law of cause and effect, for every 

cause there is an effect and for every effect there is a cause. Like the African 

proverb puts it, the frog does not run for nothing in the day time. The pertinent 

question to ask at this juncture is, what are the causes of ethno-religious crisis in 

Nigeria? 

This question is what this paper attempts to answer under the following sub-

headings: 
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i. Accusation of Dominance leadings to neglect, exploitation and victimization 

of weaker class, tribe or religion: according to Salawu (2010), a major 

cause of what we now see as ethno religious conflicts in Nigeria has to  

do with the accusations and allegations of neglect, oppression, 

domination, exploitation, victimization, discrimination. Marginalization, 

nepotism and bigotry. Because of the multi-ethnic structure and multi 

religious system in Nigeria, there have been diverse interests on how 

wealth, power and status are to be shared among the individuals and 

groups.  At every time of national discourse or debate there have always 

been one tribe or one religious group clamoring for power or crying of 

marginalization in the distribution of the nations resources or power. This 

distribution of the nation’s resources or power. These clamoring and cries 

have led to  divisive interplay in politics and a  rising nationalism and 

militancy of various ethnic and religious movement’s 

ii. Religious Intolerance and fanaticism:  religious intolerance means the 

inability of some to tolerate the weakness or deviant behaviors of other 

groups while fanaticism on the other hand is wildly excessive or 

irrational devotion, dedication or enthusiasms about ones religious belief.  

When these two factors are in place in any country, tension, discord, 

hostility, violence and confrontations are bound to pervade.  These forces 

according to Ibrahim (2000). Was responsible for crisis between Igbira 

tribe and Bassa, and between Gade tribe and Gbagyi tribe over the 

control of a town called Toto and Umaisha districts of Toto Local 

government area of Nasarawa state in the year 19997.  Ashaka (2001). 

Also argues that the widespread of disturbances in some states was 

widely believed to b the hand work of some religious extremists.  
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iii. Negative Influences of some religious and tribal leaders: Some religious 

leaders through their dogmatic teachings and narrow-minded and 

intolerant predispositions advocate social exclusion for their followers. 

The same is also time of some tribal leaders who through their 

provocative ad unguarded utterances stir their kinsmen into violent attack 

against other tribes who are mad to be seen as enemies’ ultimate end 

product of these teachings and utterances is the explosion of ethno- 

religious crisis in different parts of the country. 

iv. Heterogamous nature of Nigeria: There are more than 250 ethnic groups 

that exist in Nigeria, out of these, the predominates are the Ibos, the 

Yoruba’s and the Huasa -fulani each of these dominates a specific region 

of the country. The Hausa-Fulani dominates the northern Nigeria; the 

Ibos dominate the eastern Nigeria while the Yoruba’s dominate the 

Western Nigeria. Among these three dominate groups; minority 

hostilities have been rife as skirmishes of war are very much obvious. 

The roots of hostility can be traced of back to colonial period when the 

British presumed the policy of divide ad rule ( Ademoyega; 1981). Nnoli 

(1978) observed that conflicts is an important aspect of ethnicity, he n 

noted that this inevitable under conditions of inter, ethnic competition for 

scarce valuable resources particularly in societies where inequalities are 

accepted as natural and wealth is greatly very esteemed. 

v. Youth Unemployment and Poverty: Youth unemployment remains o ne of   

the most critical problem facing Nigeria today. Nigeria is end owed with 

diverse and infinite human and natural resources, sadly, however, years 

of unbridled corruption, mismanagement and sheer waste have hindered 

economic growth in the country. Consequently, the nation’s recourse 
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have been  left undeveloped ad underutilized leading to mass youth 

unemployment and object poverty, the twin e vials which experts ad 

scholars believe has been a major cause of ethno-religious crisis in  

Nigeria. According to Ochegbu (1992), the members of ethno-religious 

wars in the country have been teeing unemployed youths, situation which 

provides ready soldiers for such wars.  

vi. Exogenous factors: According to Salawu (2010,) the ethno-religious co 

inflicts in Nigeria also have some connection, with a number of political-

religious developments at the international scene. This was argued by 

Albert (2005) where he asserts that religious crisis in Nigeria could be 

traced to the developments in the middle-East. In the is regard, he opined 

that religious issues became particularly phenomenal since the late 

1980’s with death of the cold war and the re placement of communism 

with Islamism. In the words of Faksh (1997), with  the new Islamic 

Ideology, the Muslims Worldwide, ad particularly in the Middle-East, 

were determined to resent the socio-economic impoverishment and 

psychological alienation that stem from failed  modernization and 

excessive Westernization in the Post could World War.  

3.0 THE IMPACT OF ETHNO-RELIGIOUS CRISIS ON DEMOCRACY 

IN NIGERIA 

Since Nigeria’s return to democratic rule in 1999, there has been a rapid increase 

of political and religious conflicts in the country. The expectations that the 

departure of military rule would reduce arbitrary rule, allay fears of ethnic and 

religious persecution, and consequence reduce conflict have not yet happed. On the 

contrary, the number of conflicts has been widening. As these crisis increases, so 

do their consequences on democratic development.   
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1. The first impact of ethno-religious crisis on democracy is the rise of 

religiosity on democratic political culture in Nigeria. The Nigerian religious 

sphere is developing in a specific cultural context. The norms and practices 

of the growing number of religious movements and their activism is 

characterized by norms that are often antithetical to democratic ones. They 

include unquestioning faith in religious leaders, sectarianism and 

exclusiveness, intolerance and a propensity to hate free speech and 

undemocratic organizational practices. This accounts for the reason why the 

relationship between the trajectories of religious pluralism and democratic 

culture in Nigeria has tended to work against each other. (Ibrahim and 

Toure; 

2. The second major impact of ethno- religious crisis on Nigerian democracy is 

seen in the fast eroding confidence and commitment to the Nigerian project 

which the backbone is holding the country and its democratic values. This 

project is like a charter in it we believe that Nigeria is a multi- religious, 

multi-ethic and multi-cultural society, which h accepts differences among its 

people and has fairly large consensus of agreeing to live together. In it also 

we agree that if we are to live peacefully together in spite of our differences, 

we must develop federalism and democracy in our differences, we must 

being constantly threatened by etho-religious crisis. Democracy w ill only 

thrive if there is still a entity called Nigeria there will be Nigeria if there is 

peace, rule of law, constitutional supremacy and tolerance.  

3. The third impact of ethno-religious crisis on democracy has to do with 

displacement of persons and surge in inter-state migration. Thousands of 

people has become refugees I their own country leading to and so may social 

problems as starvation, rise mortality rate, spread of disease. Some have 
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moved out of states where they were born and have been established. A 

good  case for this is what has happened in Borno state of Nigeria between 

2013 and  2014 where about 80% resident  in the state metropolis have 

migrated to other states because of the fear of attack by the Moslem fanatic 

group known as Boko Haram.  Hey move to they can neither vote nor be 

voted for in their new place of sojourn.  

4. Another effect of ethno-religious crisis Nigerian democracy is the mass loss 

of lives and properties. So many lives have been lost during these crisis at 

various cities in the country. According to Ibraham (2012) it has   been 

estimated that since the transition to civilian rule in May, 1999, no less than 

10,000 lives have been lost to religious based violence.  

5. Another impact of ethno-religious crisis on Nigerian democracy as 

summarized  by  Akowonjo (2011), is that is has the tendency of creating 

crisis over the question of citizenship, hostility between indigenes and 

settlers, dehumanization of women and children as seen I the abduction of 

some secondary school girls in Boron state and forcing them into marriage 

with Boko Haram members, deepening huger in the society, atmosphere of 

political insecurity and instability  declining confidence in the political 

leadership ad apprehension of the system. 

4.0 `RECOMMENDATIONS ON MANAGING AND CURBING ETHNO-

RELIGIOUS CRISIS IN NIGERIA 

Having x-rayed the dire consequences of ethno-religious crisis on Nigerian 

democracy, it is expedient that we find urgent and permanent solutions to the evil 

concern worm trying to consumer our nascent democracy gotten with the blood of 

eminent Nigerians. 
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1. First, I make bold to state that Nigerian security system should be 

restructured, reloaded retrained and re-equipped to meet up with the current 

realities in the country. The security strategy must have to change from 

reactive approach to proactive approach. We must not wait till crisis break 

out before rushing t quell it. We must use all skill to discover, and nip the 

crisis at the bud.  

2. Secondly, the embellishment of a constitutional framework for democratic 

and participatory governance at the grass roof levels and the legal 

frameworks that w ill permanently address the  issues of settler indigenes 

phenomena in the country will not only helping  in solving the existing crisis 

but will also go long way in eradicating ethno-religious crisis in Nigeria.   

3. Thirdly, collaborations and negotiations has to be adopted in resolving many 

issues and perceptions that always lad to ethno-religious crisis. People, 

religious leaders and tribal leaders and stakeholders must be encouraged to 

always come together to dialogue, negotiate and reach compromises on how 

to solve common problems or perceived crisis. This view has been 

advocated by some researchers. According to Arinze (1999), inter-religious 

dialogue is a meeting of hearts and minds across religious frontiers. He notes 

that this kind of dialogue can promote mutual enrichment from the religious 

point of view and also enhance peaceful co-existence among the people of 

different religion. 

4. Another factor that will help in addressing these crises is good governance, 

political w ill to do what is right without looking at faces and adequate 

consultation by the government before taking major policies. When 

government becomes transparent, responsive, and participatory and adheres 

strictly to the rule of law and due processes, it will reduce the fear of 
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marginalization, dictatorial tendencies and the huger of domination by some 

class or tribes. It will also help in creating a virile society that is conduce for 

the thriving of democratize principles. 

5. Advocacy by Non- governmental organizations and other civil society 

groups is very important in curbing the increasing ethno-religious crisis in 

the country and sustaining our highly priced democracy. People must have 

to be taught that we are all one regardless of colour, language, place of 

origin or religious beliefs. We must learn how to accept one another, live 

with one another and have deep respect for the sanity of human life. Our 

people also have to learn to respect each other’s view and allow every one 

access to our common inheritance.  

People do most of the things they do because they don’t know the 

consequences. So they must have to be taught that violence is bad in all 

ramifications.  

6. I will not b happy to close this paper without recommending that a state of 

emergency be declared on graduate and youth unemployment in the country. 

Until the issue of youth unemployment is holistically addresses in this 

country, not only w ill ethno-religious crisis continue but all forms of crisis 

will escalate in the country. government and infect all well meaning 

Nigerians must starts creating jobs through industrialization, diversification 

of the economy a move into mechanized agriculture and information and 

communication technology. 
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CONCLUSION  

One of the biggest blunders of the Nigerian ruling class has been its failure to build 

strong and stable social system to provide the kind of atmosphere that democracy 

needs to thrive and flourish. The political class has deliberately promoted the social 

fragmentation that creates, feeds, and reinforces religious and ethnic identities to 

the exclusion of civic and national identities. 

To reverse this evil handwriting on the wall, we as Nigerians must rise to the 

challenge, we must understand our differences, resolve to respect one another and 

live together as one regardless of tribe and religion the government should become 

transparent, responsive, proactive and equitable their allocation of national  

resources and political power. 

Though the issue of ethno-religious crisis have assumed an alarming crescendo in 

the country, all hope is not lost as today is still early to deal with the social  evil 

and uproot it out of our system for our democracy to thrive flourish . 
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